Quality and accountability mandates require institutions to monitor online instruction in a uniform and complete manner. In many institutions, instructor training is sparse and faculty evaluation occurs only through end-of-course student evaluations that may or may not yield adequate information on how the instructor performs online. Consequently, the online instructor evaluation system -cational experience for online students via a systematic approach to faculty training, mentoring, and evaluation. Research has shown that combining mentoring and evaluation is not feasible, and therefore another approach is warranted.
Introduction
Over the past decade, most colleges and universities in the United States have experienced a dramatic increase in the growth and popularity of online degree programs. According to research conducted by the Sloan Consortium, distance learning is growing rapidly, with 83% of higher education institutions offering some form of distance learning (Allen & Seaman, 2008) . Similarly, community colleges report an 11.3% increase in distance education Literature Review
Background
Institutions with online learning courses and programs are understandably interested in best practices and empirical information that can strengthen their distance learning operations. Consequently, evaluation of online courses is a popular topic in the research literature (Dykman & David, 2008; Lord, 2009; Mandernach et.al., 2005; Weschke & Canipe, 2010 ; Villar Angulo & Alegre de la Rosa, 2007; Avery, Bryant, Mathios, Kang, & Bell, 2006) . Distance learning practitioners have struggled to create effective models for designing, assessing, and evaluating online courses. Observation of the Web sites of online and/or higher education associations reveals various references to guidelines and best practices that encourage excellence in online learning. Individual authors also add to the depth and breadth of online learning interest. The oft-cited seven principles (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996) and subsequent application of the principles to online course evaluation (Graham, Cagiltay, Lim, Craner, & Duffy, 2001 ) are but two examples. Such seminal works, with their learning-focused criteria, provide the theoretical background of adult learning theory that guides this research. Additionally, these adult learning principles have guided the development of many online programs.
The system described herein incorporates an array of best practices for teaching online, notably the seven principles (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996; Graham et.al., 2001 ). Through our initial review of the literature, coupled with an analysis of key components of the Park course platform and course layout, an evaluation process was established using a case study approach. As the OIES is a dynamic system, this section presents some of the research that time and analyzing the outcomes, improvements were made to the evaluation tool and the overall process. While thematically the coverage areas remain the same, the evaluation tool -lowing sections provide an overview of focal areas that emerged from the OIES and which contributed to the present streamlined model used at the university.
importance of encouraging all students to post an introduction and suggests that instructors should reach out to students who may be late in posting their introductions. The OIES also reminds instructors to acknowledge the presence of students in the online classroom and to comment in an authentic way on the student's sharing of personal information.
Discussion Facilitation in Online Instruction
Another area of the OIES that emerged from the literature is effective discussion facilitation in online instruction. The OIES examines both policy compliance and level of engagedays each week and to engage in critical thinking dialogue with students to promote quality postings. In support of this emphasis area, Dietz-Uhler, Fisher, and Han (2007) reviewed a study of retention rates in online education. Some students reported that their reasons for dropping out of a course included a lack of instructor participation, feedback, and replies to student e-mails. Barnard, Paton, and Lan (2008) suggest that instructors of online courses should be especially concerned with creating learning environments where positive perceptions toward online course communication and collaboration can be informed and fostered.
This latter qualitative study revealed that while positive instructor feedback and interest in their work elicited pleasure and pride in students, failure by the instructor to acknowledge -line teaching. Ultimately the instructor must be willing to re-evaluate and to revise teacherlearner roles and relationships. Thus, through analyzing the relevant literature the evaluation team realized that discussion facilitation distinctly differentiates the online course from an independent study. Therefore, acknowledgement by instructor and peers is central to the learning success of each student and poses a unique opportunity for instructors. 87
The OIES provides a rigorous analysis of the instructor's progress in grading, use of rubrics, and providing individualized feedback to students on their performance.
than 550 higher education faculty and students in the United States and Canada. More course management system. Students reported being either "pretty much lost" or that they that it is essential for instructors to be supported in using the tools in order to provide feedback and grading and also that students must be provided guidance that help them learn and to assimilate into the online culture. Through the self-assessment feature of the OIES, providing feedback and assigning grades. Through this process instructors build their capacity for integrating best practices in their work.
Course Climate and Learning Environment This section highlighted some of the supportive literature and lessons learned as related to the OIES development. It should be emphasized that this OIES process was integrated in tandem with an academic institutional examination to assure a seamless investment in ininsights into the model, strategy, and implementation that would work well at the university and at the same time also provide a unique learning context. The OIES offers a rigorous evaluation system for instructors who may require extensive support in transitioning to the online instructional environment.
Effective Methods of Performance Management (Faculty Development) Lord (2009) suggests that professors should develop delicate ways to identify weaknesses and praise strengths. Weschke and Canipe (2010) describe an evaluation model similar to the OIES which is conducted peer-to-peer and is not derived from administrative leader--tive faculty development. After several years of implementation, the results of many observations suggest that our emphasis on carefully worded, concrete checklists has yielded less ambiguity and confusion about the performance level expected of online instructors.
The strength of the OIES lies in its futuristic element of embedding opportunities for selfemployers and employees as they build a sense of ownership and motivation through communication and negotiation. In many ways, self-directed learning allows employees to assume responsibility and a certain level of personal investment. This unique combination of OIES provides a robust quality assurance process. It also provides a tier of support in working with a faculty evaluator, thus humanizing the evaluation process and helping to align the instructor's self-assessment with the actual criteria established on the OIES. Furthermore, it provides an objective observation with rationale for best practices.
A range of sensitive topics are addressed in the faculty evaluation. The OIES model balances objectivity with a tightly written checklist and rubric that eliminate subjectivity. It has also fostered a broad-brush professional development approach for acquiring skills at teaching online.
Case Study: An Overview of the OIES Method The robust and comprehensive nature of the OIES is one of its strengths. The OISE includes both formative and summative evaluation components. The formative reviews, a total of guidance to online instructors.
The summative components of the OIES and instructor self-reviews are delivered to the instructor's academic department online program coordinator. Based upon the summative review, instructor self-reviews, and student evaluations, the program coordinator determines which individual courses the instructor may be assigned to teach in the future or if the instructor no longer will be given departmental teaching assignments. Online administrators also use the summative components of the OIES to determine if the instructor is adept at handling online instruction and the particular policies of online learning. In this way, both the academic and administrative areas utilize the OIES when making instructor retention decisions.
Outcomes of the OIES Thirty-eight reviews were rated retain with contingencies, nine were probation (a term which is not currently used), and 11 were in the category of do not retain. These statistics support the overall intent of the OIES as a mentoring mechanism to retain and retrain online instructors. Because so few instructors received negative ratings, we concluded that the OIES either reinforced existing positive online facilitation or that instructors who may have been struggling in their online facilitation were properly guided and mentored via the formative reviews so as to result in acceptable improvement by the end of the process.
One cannot assume that the OIES itself leads to good online facilitation, but the data and outcomes of the OIES do enhance instructor awareness of and adherence to policy and best practices in online learning.
After implementing the OIES, the team found numerous strengths and some weaknesses.
These strengths and weaknesses fell into two main categories: administration-oriented and instructor-oriented. Administrative issues included a) the time involved in completing each formative review, b) standardizing the nomenclature and comments that passed between the instructor evaluators, and c) managing the list of current and future reviewees for the OIES. Instructor-oriented issues included a) explaining and allowing for differences in the instructional strategies used across courses (that is, the instructor presentation of developed course content) and b) the notable differences between new instructors and experienced instructors regarding their perceptions of the OIES.
Time
Early in the implementation of the OIES, the instructor evaluators discovered that the formative reviews (which were completed and delivered to instructors every two weeks) were very time-consuming. Each criterion on the reviews required the instructor evaluator to access the online course via the learning management system and to scrutinize multiple areas in which the instructor facilitated student learning. This process became even more time-consuminG as the instructor evaluators often had to compare instructor facilitation of course content to the master course developed content. If they found instructor deviations upon the deviation), the evaluator had to spend additional time consulting with adminis- 
Conclusions
Evaluation is a human process. As such, the OIES promotes the evaluator's ability to work effectively to positively guide an instructor during the course. Cognizant of issues that can arise (i.e., instructor illness, course room development issues, technological challenges, -ibility. The instructor stands central in this evaluation process and is assessed distinctly evaluation in terms of the instructor's rating, the continual conversation centers on establishing the ideal environmental conditions online for students to forge learning and critical thinking. Through integrated support, a learning community online, and ongoing professional development resources with examples that identify best practices, the instructor Overall, the instructor evaluation team was encouraged by the instructor reactions to the -ture of the reviews was extremely important. It was equally important to spend as much time as necessary in the mentoring dialogues between the instructor and instructor evaluator. The reviews proved to be an excellent guide for these mentoring exchanges, which experienced frustration when their mentoring advice was ignored.
of interest when shifting from a mentoring role to that of evaluator. Rendering these determinations often severed the mentoring relationship permanently. The team concluded that mixing mentoring with a high-stakes judgment is illogical. Therefore, future evaluative mechanisms at Park University separated the mentoring and evaluation functions.
Another charge from the university pertained to an annual teaching evaluation. The thorough, nurturing nature of the OIES reviews placed severe constraints on the number of online instructors who could be evaluated annually by the limited pool of available evaluators.
ation requirement for all online adjunct instructors was unsustainable given the mentoring nature of the reviews. Knowing that no more evaluators were available, a streamlined evaluation model was sought.
A shorter instrument was devised that focused only on evaluation. The faculty online observation -and yet retains the necessary online evaluation components stressed in the research literature and found to be paramount in the OIES experience. The FOO continues to emphasize the same critical areas, thereby ensuring that student learning needs are still met via proper online instructor facilitation. The FOO uses the same retrievable archive as the OIES for university administrative use and instructor feedback.
Every aspect of online education at Park University occurs collaboratively. From situating a course within a curriculum, through syllabus formation, course design, development, delivery, approvals, to faculty training, we anticipate and solve problems relative to quality. Every online instructor is welcomed to Park with the understanding that providing the best educational experience available is our top priority. The next logical step is to ensure that the instructor possesses the proper skills, mindset, and expertise to facilitate student learning. The OIES provided valuable insight into the hazards of blending mentoring and evaluations. The FOO brings to fruition these high standards and the demands of modern distance education.
